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Mythopoesis
A C olum n by Sarah Beach
N am ing
T h e r e  is  so m e  m ag ic  t h a t  l i e s  in n a m e s  w h ic h  g iv e s  
o n e  a d e e p  s e n s e  o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n .  A n a m e  c a n  be  
c a l l e d  a l a b e l  o f  i d e n t i t y ,  f o r  i t  h e l p s  in  s o m e  
f a s h io n  to  d e s c r i b e  i t s  p o s s e s s o r .  In  m an y  f o l k lo r e  
t r a d i t i o n s ,  n a m e s  h a v e  p o w e r .  E v en  t h e  s e e m in g ly  
o r d i n a r y  n a m e  m ig h t  c a r r y  a w e ig h t  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  
Any S u b - C r e a t o r  s h o u ld  b e  a w a r e  o f  t h e s e  p o i n t s  w hen  
h e  b e g in s  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  n am in g  h is  c r e a t u r e s ,  f o r  th e  
m ag ic  o f  n a m e s  m ay  r e a c h  u p  a n d  e n t a n g l e  h im  in 
u n f o r e s e e n  p ro b lem s  and p o s s i b i l i t i e s .
In  T h e  L a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  N igh t (G.P. P u tnam 's  Sons, 
1 9 7 9 ) ,  U rsu la  K. L e G u in  m e n t io n s  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  n a m in g  
w h i le  d i s c u s s i n g  h e r  E a r t h s e a  boo k s :
F o r  m e, a s  f o r  t h e  w i z a r d s ,  to  k n o w  th e  n am e  
o f  an  i s la n d  o r  a c h a r a c t e r  is to  k n o w  th e  
i s l a n d  o r  t h e  p e r s o n .  U su a l ly  t h e  n a m e  c o m e s  
o f i t s e l f ,  b u t  s o m e t i m e s  o n e  m u s t  be  v e r y  
c a r e f u l :  a s  I w as  w i th  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  w h o se  
t r u e  n a m e  is  G ed .  I w o rk e d  ( in  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  
w i th  a w iz a r d  n a m e s  O g io n )  f o r  a long  t im e  
t r y i n g  to  " l i s t e n  fo r "  h is  n a m e ,  a n d  m ak in g  
c e r t a i n  i t  r e a l l y  w a s  h i s  n a m e  . . . .  i f  th e  
name h ad  b een  wrong th e  c h a r a c t e r  would have  
been  wrong — m is b e g o t te n ,  m i s u n d e r s to o d .
A Man who r e a d  t h e  ms. f o r  P a r n a s s u s  
t h o u g h t  " G e d "  w a s  m e a n t  to  s u g g e s t  " G o d " .
T h a t  sh o o k  me b a d ly .  I c o n s i d e r e d  c h a n g in g  
t h e  n a m e  in  c a s e  t h e r e  w e r e  o t h e r  s u c h  
in g e n io u s  m inds  w a i t i n g  to  p o u n c e .  But I 
c o u l d n ' t  d o  so .  T he  f e l l o w 's  n a m e  w as  Ged 
and no two ways ab o u t  i t .
(p .  52)
In  t h e s e  tw o  p a r a g r a p h s ,  L e g u in  b r i n g s  o u t  f o u r  p o in t s  
a b o u t  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  n a m in g :  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  
k n o w in g  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  n am e  a n d  k n o w in g  th e  c h a r a c t e r ,  
t h a t  p r o p e r  n a m e s  a r e  g a in e d  b y  c a r e f u l  a t t e n t i o n  o r  
" l i s t e n i n g " ,  t h a t  a r e a d e r  c a n  e a s i l y  h a v e  a m i s t a k e n  
a s s u m p t io n  a s  to  t h e  n a m e ' s  " m e a n in g " ,  a n d  t h a t  a 
c h a r a c t e r  w i l l  o f t e n  i n s i s t  o n  k e e p i n g  h i s  p r o p e r  
n a m e .  E a c h  o f  t h e s e  p o in t s  is  s o m e th in g  a S u b - C r e a t o r  
o u g h t  to  c o n s i d e r  w h en  h e  b e g in s  to  a s s ig n  n a m e s  to  
b o t h  p e o p le  an d  p l a c e s .
In  f o l k lo r e  t h e r e  a r e  m an y  r e f e r e n c e s  to  m ag ic  
a t t a c h e d  t o  n a m e s .  S o m e t im e s  i t  is  s a i d  t h a t  k n o w in g  
t h e  t r u e  n a m e  o f  a p e r s o n  o r  o b j e c t  g iv e s  o n e  p o w e r  
o v e r  t h a t  p e r s o n  o r  o b j e c t .  In  a s e n s e  t h i s  is t r u e  
f o r  t h e  S u b - C r e a t o r ,  f o r  a s  lo n g  a s  a c h a r a c t e r  is  
k n o w n  to  th e  a u t h o r  o n ly  a s  " t h e  H e ro  who c a r r i e s  th e  
G re e n  S w o rd  a n d  k i l l s  t h e  W a te r  D r a g o n " ,  no t  m u ch  will 
be known about him. The moment the  c h a r a c t e r  acqu ires  
a name, how ever ,  th e  a u th o r  may d isco v er  any num ber of 
t h i n g s  a b o u t  th e  c h a r a c t e r .
T h e  S u b - C r e a t o r  m us t b e  c a r e f u l  a b o u t  b e s t o w i n g  a 
name upon a c h a ra c t e r .  The P roper  Name can  be a g rea t  
s o u r c e  o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  b u t  i t  c a n n o t  s i m p l y  b e  
c o n t r i v e d .  T h e r e  a r e  m an y  t h i n g s  w h ic h  c a n  a f f e c t  th e  
c h o ic e  o f  n a m e s ,  b u t  n o n e  o f  th e m  a r e  id le .  In a 
l e t t e r  p r i n t e d  in  T h e  L e t t e r s  o f  J . R . R .  T o l k i e n
( H o u g h t o n  Mi f f l i n ,  1981 ) ,  T o lk i e n  o b s e r v e s  "I do  not  
t h i n k  t h a t  an  i n v e n t o r  c a t c h e s  n o i s e s  o u t  of  t h e  a i r "  
(p .  375 ) .  T h e r e  is u su a l l y  som e  s o r t  o f  a p p e a l  in t h e  
n am e  f o r  t h e  a u t h o r .  L eG u i n  o b s e r v e s  o f  t h e  E a r t h s e a  
names  tha t
t h r e e  s m a l l  i s l a n d s  a r e  n a m e d  f o r  my 
c h i l d r e n ,  t h e i r  b ab y  n a m e s  . . . .  None  of  
t h e o t h e r  n a m e s  "m e a n s "  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  I know 
o f ,  t h o u g h  t h e i r  s o u n d  is  m o r e  o r  l e s s  
mea n ing fu l  t o  me.  (U9, p .  51)
I n d e e d ,  t h e  ca l l  o f  " m e a n in g "  in n a m e s  is ve ry  
p o w e r f u l ,  a n d  m a n y  r e a d e r s  p u r s u e  t h i s  e l u s i v e  
b u t t e r f l y  f a r  a f i e l d  f r o m  t h e  S u b - C r e a t o r ' s w o r l d .  
Many an  a u t h o r  h a s  h ad  t o  e n d u r e  m i s t a k e n  a s s u m p t i o n s  
s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  e x p r e s s e d  by  L e G u i n ' s  r e a d e r .  
T o lk i e n ,  in a n o t h e r  l e t t e r ,  p o i n t s  ou t  t h e  p ro b l e m  f o r  
t h e  a u t h o r  on t h i s  m a t t e r .
I n v e s t i g a t o r s ,  i n d e e d ,  s e e m  m o s t l y  c o n f u s e d  
in mind b e t w e e n  ( a )  t h e  mean ing ,  o f  n a m e s  
w i t h i n ,  a n d  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o ,  my s t o r y  a n d  
b e l o n g i n g  t o  a f i c t i o n a l  ' h i s t o r i c '  
c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  and  (b)  t h e  o r i g i n s  o r  s o u r c e s  
i n  my mind,  e x t e r i o r  t o  t h e  s t o r y ,  o f  t h e  
fo rm s  o f  t h e s e  n a m e s .  As t o  ( a )  t h e y  a r e  of  
c o u r s e  g iv en  s u f f i c i e n t  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  t h ou gh  
t h e y  o f t e n  n e g l e c t  w ha t  is p r o v i d e d .  (LT,  
p . 3 8 0 .  i t a l i c s  T o l k i e n ' s )
Y e t ,  a d m i t t e d l y ,  r e a d e r s  wil l  c o n t i n u e  t o  p u r s u e  t he  
" m e a n in g "  o f  n a m e s  a nd  t h e r e  is l i t t l e  an a u t h o r  c an  
do  a b o u t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  a s i d e  f rom f l a t  ou t  s t a t i n g  
what t h e  name meant t o  h im .
It is p e r h a p s  t h i s  u n d e r l y i n g  bu t  u n e x p l a i n a b l e  
" m e a n i n g "  h i d i n g  in t h e  n a m e  w h i c h  o c c a s i o n a l l y  
s u r p r i s e s  t h e  S u b - C r e a t o r .  As L eG u i n  o b s e r v e s ,  when  
sh e  c o n t e m p l a t e d  c h a n g i n g  G e d ' s  n am e ,  sh e  found  it 
im p o ss ib l e .  Not  on ly  w as  it t h e  P r o p e r  Name ,  but  t h e  
c h a r a c t e r  h a d  la i d  c l a i m  to  i t .  Th e  S u b - C r e a t o r  c a n  
e a s i l y  f i nd  h i m s e l f  d e a l i n g  w i t h  c h a r a c t e r s  who r e f u s e  
t o  g i v e  u p  t h e i r  P r o p e r  N a m e s ,  b u t  a l s o  w i t h  
c h a r a c  t e r s  who wil l  r e f u s e  t o  a c c e p t  o r  a c k n o w l e d g e  
i l l - ch o se n  names.
In  G e n e s i s ,  Ad am is  g i v e n  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  a n d  
d e l i g h t  o f  na mi n g  t h e  c r e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  wo r ld ,  but  we 
a r e  g iv e n  no  s t o r i e s  o f  how t h e  n a m e s  c a m e  t o  him n o r  
o f  h o w  l o n g  i t  t o o k  h im  t o  c o m p l e t e  t h e  n a m i n g  
p r o c e s s .  F o r  t h e  S u b - C r e a t o r ,  t h e  b e s t o w i n g  oi  na m es  
e c h o e s  t h a t  Ed e n i c  c h o r e ,  bu t  r o u g h ly  and  u n e a s i l y .  
In o n e  c a s e  t h e  a u t h o r  may s a y  "But  o f  c o u r s e  h i s  name  
is  Ap l ' D o n l " ,  w h i l e  in a n o t h e r ,  a c h a r a c t e r  may  
m a i n t a i n  a l e n g t h y ,  s h a d o w y  e l u s i v e n e s s  un t i l  t h e  
a u t h o r  t r i p s  o v e r  t h e  n am e  one  d ay .  E i t h e r  way,  when  
t h e  a u t h o r  l e a r n s  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  n am e ,  it  is f o r  him a 
b i t  l i ke  b e i n g  p e r s o n a l l y  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  a n e w  f r i en d .
" W h a t ' s  in a n a m e ? "  J u l i e t  a s k e d  t h e  n i g h t .  
S h a k e s p e a r e  kn ew  w h a t  h id  in n a m e s .  It is a f t e r  al l  
t h e  w e i g h t  o f  t w o  f a m i l y  n a m e s ,  t h e i r  p o w e r  a n d  
p o i s o n ,  w h i c h  k i l l s  t h e  y o u n g  l o v e r s .  Any S u b -  
C r e a t o r  would do wel l  t o  remember t h a t .
